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Abstract 
This study investigates how the process of social contagion leads to the diffusion or 
institutionalisation of the global reporting initiative (GRI) guided CSR reporting practices 
within the global financial services sector. While CSR reporting practices are growing rapidly 
worldwide there is lack of academic understanding of the process leading to this increase. 
Drawing on sociology literature we focus on social contagion as a process driving the 
increased adoption of GRI guidelines. Based on longitudinal study of GRI adoption by 
financial sector companies from 2002-2014 and in line with the theory of social contagion, we 
find that the adoption of GRI guidelines by thought leaders (early adopters) and the 
accompanying news media attention positively influences companies’ adoption of GRI 
guidelines. We also find that this growth is isomorphic as companies desire to copy best 
practice models to reduce uncertainty and maintain legitimacy.  
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Introduction  
There has been a rapid increase in corporate social responsibility (CSR) activity and associated 
reporting in the last two decades. There is a growing body of academic literature on the nature 
and type of CSR activity and reporting including the various reporting standards and guidelines 
(see for example Boiral and Henri 2015, Deegan and Blomquist 2006, Roca and Searcy 2012, 
Searcy and Buslovich 2014)A rational explanation for this rapid increase in CSR activity 
reporting and adoption of GRI has not yet been proposed and remains an enigma. This merits 
rigorous academic evaluation as it may provide further insight into the motivation driving 
companies towards CSR in general and GRI guidelines in particular. This process of diffusion 
of new knowledge and processes can potentially be explained by using the theories of social 
contagion (Burt 1987, Burt 1999) and institutional isomorphism used in tandem (DiMaggio 
and Powell 1983).  
The effect of social contagion as a process on increasing corporate social responsibility 
reporting using the Global Reporting Initiatives (GRI) guidelines has not been investigated. 
The theory of social contagion has its roots in sociological and health literature (Burt 1987, 
Castells 2007, Freedman 1982).  Within business and management literature, social contagion 
theory has been used to evaluate consumer behaviour (Bilgicer et al. 2015, Iyengar et al. 2011), 
and  corporate philanthropy (Galaskiewicz and Burt 1991). This research aims to investigate 
how the social contagion as a process resulted in the diffusion and institutionalization of GRI 
guidelines for CSR reporting.  
Within CSR reporting literature, prior research looked at construction or development of CSR 
disclosures (Searcy and Buslovich 2014), the variation in the use of CSR disclosure indicators 
(Roca and Searcy 2012) and the motivation for companies to disclose CSR information (Islam 
and Deegan 2008, Islam and Deegan 2010, Islam et al. Forthcoming). There are two different 
perspectives for the motivation of companies for CSR disclosures. The first perspective based 
on agency theory is that market (shareholders or investors)  reacts to increased CSR activity 
and reporting (see for example Dhaliwal et al. 2011, Dhaliwal et al. 2012).  The second 
perspective based on system oriented theories is that non-market forces (stakeholders, 
community, NGOs, media and son on) influence CSR disclosures. Prior research  that focused 
on system oriented theories looked at how NGOs (Deegan and Blomquist 2006, Deegan and 
Islam 2014) media and community (Deegan et al. 2002), regulations (Frost 2007, Larrinaga et 
al. 2002), institutional actors (such as ILO, GRI) (Islam et al. Forthcoming, Islam and McPhail 
2011) influenced CSR disclosure practices.  Some other research perspective provided critical 
explanation for CSR by comparing CSR disclosures and the real  motivation for the disclosures 
(accountability) (Boiral and Henri 2015) . While a large body of research focusses on 
motivation for CSR reporting, there is no known study that examines how CSR reporting and 
motivation behind this is diffused or spread over time within an industry sector. In particular 
there is a lack of research that looks at the social contagion of CSR reports and associated 
motivation at an industry level.  
Prior studies focusing on market and financial institutions looked at contagion effects of 
particular events, issue or a crisis (see (see for example Burzala 2016). There is no substantive 
investigation of the contagion effects of CSR within the financial sector. Importantly, despite 
the vast body of literature on CSR and GRI, there is a definite lack of academic evaluation and 
understanding of how the process of social contagion resulted in the diffusion of and 
institutionalisation of GRI reporting, particularly in the global financial services sector. This 
research aims to fill this lacuna. This allows us to state the research questions: Does social 
contagion have a role in driving the uptake of GRI guidelines for CSR reporting in the financial 
services sector? And, does media attention fan this contagion?  
Based on longitudinal study of GRI adoptions by financial sector companies from 2002-2014 
and in line with the theory of social contagion, we find that the adoption of GRI guidelines by 
thought leaders (early adopters) and the accompanying news media attention positively 
influences companies’ adoption of GRI guidelines. We also find that this growth is isomorphic 
as companies desire to copy best practice models to reduce uncertainty and maintain 
legitimacy.  
The rest of the paper proceeds as follows: a section on GRI philosophy, then the formation of 
a theoretical framework based on the theory of social contagion, research method, an analysis 
of the contagion effect broken into separate subsections evaluating early, median and late 
adopters (Burt 1987), the effect of news media, and a final section with discussion and 
conclusion. 
Background: GRI philosophy 
 There are four major organisations providing CSR reporting guidelines around the world; 
GRI, AccountAbility (AA1000) the Social Accountability Index (SAI) (SA8000) and 
International Organization for Standardization (ISO). Of these GRI is the most prominent and 
authoritative  organisation in the world (Joannides and Miller 2011). GRI was born of a 
global movement and realisation that planet earth is being rapidly destroyed. Realising that 
immediate action is required to preserve the environment and humankind, the GRI  was 
formed in 1997 as an initiative of the Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economics 
(CERES) and the non-profit Tellus Institute (van der Molen 2015). The GRI became main-
stream and internationally recognised after the United Nations Environmental Program 
(UNEP) joined forces. The aim of this new coalition was “people, planet, profit!” The 
purpose was to establish an all-inclusive process with empowerment of all stakeholders in 
each and every business in the world, for the benefit of humanity and the earth and its 
environment in toto. 	
Any discussion of sustainability is dogged by opposition from famous economists such as 
Milton Friedman who stated “The social responsibility of a business is to increase its profits” 
(1970). There seems to be stubborn denial of the rights and profits of stakeholders other than 
the direct financial shareholders in the business. Another argument used often is that CSR is 
not a valid construct and not measurable. Porter and Kramer (2006) acknowledge that CSR 
provides competitive advantage to the firm. At the same time they lament that the approaches 
to CSR are fragmented and thus obscure the greatest opportunities that corporations to benefit 
society (Porter and Kramer 2006: 2). There is positive discourse that GRI aims to counter this 
by providing a standardised reporting and assessment platform inter alia permitting 
statistical, financial and qualitative comparisons between various industries in the same sector 
and other industrial sectors (Ballou et al. 2006, Banerjee 2008, Bradford et al. 2012, Brown et 
al. 2009a, Brown et al. 2009b, GRI 2002, Islam et al. Forthcoming).  
GRI establishes reporting principles, provides guidance on setting the boundary of reports, 
and lists a number of standard CSR disclosure indicators (Roca and Searcy 2012)   A generic 
guide for CSR reporting was published in 2000 (GRI 2002). With input from business, 
political, community and legal stakeholders from around the world, and the realisation that 
each industry group had different spheres of activity and influence, industrial sector specific 
reporting guidelines were developed:  financial service, airport operators, construction and 
real estate, media, oil and gas, electrical utilities, food processing, metals and mining and 
NGOs (Gehman 2011, GRI 2015a). 
The CSR indicators included in the GRI guidelines are organized around the triple bottom 
line (Roca and Searcy 2012). The GRI G3 and G4 guidelines outline several reporting 
parameters, reporting principles, and standard disclosures, including a list of at least 80 CSR 
indicators (GRI 2011a, Roca and Searcy 2012). As a CSR guideline provider, GRI claims 
that its guidelines are world are most widely used for sustainability reporting.  
 “We have pioneered sustainability reporting since the late 1990s, transforming it from a niche 
practice to one now adopted by a growing majority of organizations. GRI’s Sustainability 
Reporting Standards are foundational to this success. With thousands of reporters in over 90 
countries, GRI provides the world’s most widely used standards on sustainability reporting and 
disclosure, enabling businesses, governments, civil society and citizens to make better decisions 
based on information that matters. In fact, 92% of the world’s largest 250 corporations report on 
their sustainability performance” (GRI 2016a).   
This statement indicates that corporations adopting these guidelines can be expected to 
maintain their legitimacy in the community in which they operate. This is echoed in another 
statement:   
“The GRI Standards for Sustainability Reporting are now the most trusted and widely used in the 
world” (GRI 2016b) 
This suggests that GRI standards have become corporate legitimacy enhancing institutionalised 
practices. As GRI and other actors such as media have been constantly highlighting that GRI 
is the best practice guideline in the world, it results in the creation of isomorphic forces that 
may compel companies to use GRI guidelines for CSR reporting. There is a view that news 
media consider that GRI provides authoritative resources on the world’s leading practices and 
knowledge in sustainability reporting and transparency (Joannides and Miller 2011). However, 
role of news media in this social contagion phenomenon needs to be investigated.  The heavy 
emphasis on applying the GRI guidelines points to the increasing institutionalization of the 
GRI(Brown et al. 2009a).  This may be due, in part, to isomorphic forces (DiMaggio and Powell 
1983). As more corporations report using the GRI guidelines, other corporations may feel 
compelled to mimic that practice (Searcy and Buslovich 2014).   In this paper we focus on how 
early adopters and news media facilitate diffusion of GRI guideline adoption by financial 
services organisations globally.  
Our research extends Searcy and Buslovich’s (2014) idea of institutionalisation of GRI 
guidelines by investigation of the spread or diffusion of adoption of GRI guidelines within 
the financial sector. The financial services sector includes banks, both listed and unlisted, and 
other providers such as asset management and insurance companies, targeted by the GRI 
financial services supplement  (GRI 2011b). Financial services including banks are 
considered to be the foundation of the economy. They comprises nearly 18% of the Global 
Dow (S & P Indices 2012). This is a large, essential sector, without which any economy 
cannot survive. A reliable, robust and sustainable, therefore profitable financial sector is 
mandatory for the sustainability of the entire economy and the nation (Davis 2001). 
We extend prior research by mapping the contagion effects of GRI guidelines on the CSR 
reporting practices by financial sector companies across the globe. Thus our aim is to 
evaluate the growth of GRI reporting in the financial sector viewed through the lens of the 
social contagion theory. The expectation is that social contagion through opinion leaders and 
media has accelerated the uptake of GRI for CSR reporting.  
 Theoretical framework: the effect of social contagion  
This paper uses theory of social contagion to explain the diffusion of GRI on CSR reporting 
practices by financial sector companies across the globe. Burt’s (1987) framework of social 
contagion is mainly adopted in this paper to explain the phenomenon. Contagion refers to a 
process of diffusion or transmission by touch or contact, generally referring to disease 
processes, where contact may be physical or through environmental vehicles. Extending this 
concept to ideas and practices, Burt (1987: 1228) defines social contagion as the spread of 
ideas by interpersonal synapses.  
He states, “that when ego (receiving person) and alter (source) have strong relations with each 
other and so are again expected to act similarly under cohesion” (Burt 1987: 1291). He 
demonstrates that social contagion results in a right shift of the diffusion curve for new 
technology, products and processes. He classified the first third of the population adopting new 
practices as “early adopters” and the last to change “late adopters”, the rest being “median 
adopters”. Those not changing their practices and not adopting the change were considered 
“deviant laggards” (Burt 1987: 1317). Early adopters are considered to be opinion leaders. 
They are considered to be brokers carrying information across various members of the group, 
akin to network entrepreneurs (Burt 1999). He also states increased similarity between the 
ego’s and alter’s relationships with other people increases the rate at which the ego will adopt 
change and new processes promoted by the alter. The alter can be considered to be the 
originator of the new idea, an opinion leader or an early adopter of a new concept. The ego, 
who absorbs the new idea by social contagion, will be therefore classified as mean, late or 
laggard adopters. 
The theory of social contagion has also been found to be applicable to the behaviour of 
businesses (Galaskiewicz and Burt 1991). Strong relationships between the equivalent officers 
of separate companies result in similar evaluations and increased contagion effect. Large 
corporations and politicians also succumb to the contagion effect based on equivalence and 
relationships. These connections and social structure ensures transition or contagion of beliefs 
and practices between individuals and organisations (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, Burt 
2000). Human and corporate behaviour tends to cluster in time and space in the absence of 
coercion and rationale (Marsden 1998). Alternatively, social contagion can be seen as an 
extension of the social learning theory (Bandura 1971) as well as institutional theory 
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Institutional theory posits that when presented with uncertain 
and ambiguous situations we look to others for guidance and consciously imitate them 
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983). In the context of CSR and GRI, the constant challenge provided 
by previously unrecognised stakeholders and their rights results in corporations scrambling for 
ways to address these concerns. GRI appears to provide a reporting platform to address these 
stakeholder concerns. 
Media appears to play a significant role in the diffusion of new ideas including CSR practices.  
The media plays a powerful role in the shaping of opinions of both: the alter and the ego. Media 
pressure can force behavioural change (McWilliams and Siegel 2001, Prochaska 2013).  Nike 
was boycotted following media exposure in the New York Times reported human rights 
violations by its suppliers, Shell was castigated following its decision to sink an oil rig in the 
North Sea, fast food companies for the obesity epidemic and Nestle for bottling drinking water 
and commoditising a basic human right (Porter and Kramer 2006: 2, United Nations 2000). 
Similarly media can spread best practice corporate guidelines as a part of solution for the 
ongoing corporate social responsibility crisis (which media themselves highlight) which in turn 
may both the alter and the ego.  
In a highly networked society, “media has become a social space where power is decided” 
(Castells 2007). The soft power of the media is undeniable.  Thus, favourable media news 
towards a corporate use of GRI guidelines for CSR reporting may influence other companies 
to follow suit.  Social contagion explains the spread of information, news, techniques and 
products in the community at large (Greenberg 1964a, Greenberg 1964b). For unanticipated 
events, mass media is generally the first source of information for 90% of adults, followed by 
supplementary personal communication (Greenberg 1964a). However for news of lesser 
catastrophic importance relies more heavily on personal communication (Greenberg 1964b). 
Also, the tendency of individuals to associate with others with similar characteristics, 
homophily, allows further dissemination of information by social contagion (Bakshy et al. 
2012). 
In the context of GRI influencing the increase of CSR reporting by financial institutions, this 
paper will review the history of CSR reporting using GRI guidelines over time from 1999 to 
2014.  Financial Sector companies are classified as early adopters if they commenced CSR 
reporting using GRI guidelines during the period 1999-2004, median adopters if they started 
between 2005 and 2009; and late adopters between 2010 and 2015. Large Financial Sector 
companies not using GRI guidelines for CSR reporting thus far can be called “deviant 
laggards” using the lens of social contagion theory (Burt 1987, Burt 1993). Further, media 
attention on other companies, as measured by the number of articles in newspapers contributes 
to the social contagion of CSR reporting using GRI. Along with social contagion theory, this 
paper draws on the concept of mimetic isomorphic by DiMaggio and Powell (1983).  This is 
because social contagion results in institutional isomorphic effects. In the sociology and social 
science literature, mimetic isomorphism and related organisation change has often been 
thought of as a result of a contagion process that spread particular forms and structures from 
one organisation to another (Burns and Wholey 1993, Haveman 1993). The notion of 
isomorphism is widely discussed by scholars who use institutional theory (DiMaggio and 
Powell 1983) to explain organisational practices.  The notion of isomorphism refers to a 
homogenisation process that occurs when organisations structurally conform to other 
organisations in their environment, or field. As DiMaggio and Powell (1983: 149) stated: 
“The concept that best captures the process of homogenisation is isomorphism. In Hawley’s 
(1968) description, isomorphism is a constraining process that forces one unit in a population to 
resemble other units that face the same set of environmental conditions”. 
Such process compels organisations to adopt structures which are perceived as legitimate and 
are useful to organisations in terms of enhancing their likelihood of survival (Oliver 1991). 
DiMaggio and Powell (1983) describe three primary mechanisms that are responsible for 
isomorphism—coercive, mimetic, and normative. We find mimetic isomorphism is more 
closely associated with the theory of social contagion.  Mimetic isomorphism occurs when  
under conditions of uncertainty, organisations look to other organisations that are considered 
‘successful’ (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). The presence of ‘successful’ or ‘role model’ 
organisations results in mimicry within an organisational population; they are structural agents 
of mimicry. Over time, specific organisational features come to be legitimatized and adopted 
at an increasing rate by virtue of the fact that certain characteristics are possessed by many 
similar organisations. The mimetic behaviour is associated with the voluntary notion of change 
associated with one entity copying the practices of another (Tuttle and Dillard 2007). Mimetic 
pressures include benchmarking and identifying of best practices and leading players in the 
field (Tuttle and Dillard 2007: 392-93).  A large body of research uses the notion of mimetic 
isomorphism to explain changing institutional practices (see extensive review in Mizruchi and 
Fein 1999).  Further, the process of social contagion provides the ego with the information 
about new concepts and processes, from powerful alters, which in turn leads on to mimetic 
isomorphism in that the ego mimics the actions of the alter. Thus there is a subtle difference in 
between the two concepts: social contagion is the process or mechanism by which information 
and knowledge spread about new processes, and mimetic isomorphism is the result of this 
contagion, in this case the spread of GRI guidelines for CSR reporting. This has been described 
in an analysis of herd behaviour by Orléan (1995). 
Combining the theories of social contagion and mimetic isomorphism, one can argue that 
individuals have an evolved predisposition to replicating the behaviour of those around them 
(Marsden 1998). By taking the mimetic stance one can  account for what happens when the 
needs of an individual cannot explain behaviour, and this stance provides an evolutionary 
rationale for explaining why the social contagion phenomenon occurs (Marsden 1998). Social 
contagion has legitimacy effects via mimetic isomorphism. Thus mimetic behaviour can occur, 
as we expect in this paper, explicitly via media’s highlights of best practices and the influence 
of early adopters of best practice models.  
Research Method 
The GRI database (GRI 2015b) which lists all companies using  GRI guidelines for CSR 
reporting was used to identify financial institutions from 1999 through to 2015. GRI was 
conceived in 1997 in Boston and the first GRI guidelines were issued in 2000, as were the very 
first CSR reports using these guidelines (GRI 2012). Financial institutions issuing CSR reports 
according to GRI guidelines were identified and analysed, using the social contagion theory to 
identify early, mean and late adopters. The data was collected from GRI database covering the 
period of 15 years from 2000-2014 (2015b).  GRI lists companies issuing CSR reports into 
three categories: those with separate CSR that are based on GRI guidelines, with combined 
annual and CSR reports complying with GRI guidelines, and lastly those companies that issue 
CSR reports that may be listed with GRI but are not compliant with the guidelines. We have 
excluded the non-complying companies from this research. In total, 2,688 CSR reports were 
included in the database for the period.  By considering Burt’s  (1987) theoretical framework 
in mind, we classified our data period into the following three categories: 
 The early adopters of CSR guidelines in GRI database (2000-2004) are considered to 
be the opinion leaders and innovators  
 The median adopters of CSR guidelines in GRI database  (2005-2009)  
 The late adopters of CSR guidelines in GRI database (2010-2014)  
An attempt was made to review the CSR reports (this being 63 reports) of all the companies 
within the first group (ie. early adopters) 2000-2004 were reviewed. The process of document 
analysis (Bowen 2009, Bowen 2004) was used to obtain a deeper understanding of the 
companies’ motivation in adopting GRI guidelines for CSR reporting. This list (early 
adopters) comprises major transnational companies such as: Citigroup and ABN AMRO 
(2001); ING Group, Daiwa Securities, Tokio Marine Insurance and Westpac (2002); 
Deutsche Bank (2003) and Rabobank, Credit Suisse and NAB (2004) as well as smaller 
companies from around the world.  
For other groups (median adopters and late adopters), a sample of  CSR reports by 20 major 
companies for each period (2005-2009 and 2010-2014) were reviewed to document some 
illustrations of contagion effect of GRI on the reporting.  
In addition to CSR reports listed in the GRI, we collected media  articles on CSR and GRI  by  
using Factiva (Dow Jones 2016). The Factiva is a database of news media articles. The 
database was interrogated for financial services using the search terms: Corporate Social 
Responsibility, or CSR or Global Reporting Initiative or GRI.  Factiva  groups industries and 
companies providing the following services: Banking/Credit, Insurance and 
Investing/Securities under a collective label of Financial Services (Dow Jones 2016). This 
classification is similar to that used by GRI (GRI 2011a, GRI 2011c). A CSV file listing each 
of these search terms was downloaded separately for each time period (yearly basis) under 
review. In total our search produced 39, 360 articles. While details review of each of these 
articles are practically difficult, we reviewed some articles concerning specific companies 
during different time period: early adopters, median adopters and late adopters. Specifically 
we evaluated media attention on CSR reports and GRI about each of the early adopters in this 
time period (2000-2004) on Factiva.  An attempt was made to correlate geographic location 
of each company with media attention. To this end, all companies using GRI reporting were 
classified according to geography and correlation made with media attention and total 
number of companies using GRI guidelines in a particular geographic location. We argue 
opinion leaders’ position justification of the adoption of CSR and GRI and media attention 
towards GRI have contagion effect on the spread of the use of GRI guidelines by financial 
sector companies.  
 
Analysis: Contagion effect of GRI on CSR reporting practices within the 
financial services sector  
Our review of data provided by GRI demonstrates a sharp increase in the number of financial 
services companies using GRI guidelines for CSR reporting over the period 2000-2014 
(Table 1, Figure 1). As with any new concept and reporting standard, which are not 
legislatively mandated, there is slow early adoption as depicted in Figure 1. This is explained 
separately for the three cohorts of early, median, and late adopters in the subsequent sections. 
 
Table 1:  CSR Reporting firms by Region within the Financial Services Sector 
Year 
Asia Europe Latin 
America 
North 
America 
Oceania Africa Total 
2000 1 2 0 1 0 0 4 
2001 1 9 0 1 0 0 11 
2002 2 4 0 1 2 0 9 
2003 1 7 0 2 1 3 14 
2004 1 20 1 3 4 7 36 
2005 1 41 3 4 6 6 61 
2006 5 54 6 9 9 7 90 
2007 11 75 10 10 8 6 120 
2008 19 96 16 19 8 12 170 
2009 33 105 22 18 10 13 201 
2010 49 137 46 24 11 12 279 
2011 68 160 48 31 12 26 345 
2012 76 164 71 37 11 26 385 
2013 116 182 84 38 15 25 460 
2014 132 192 90 43 16 30 503 
 
 
Figure 1: Line graph demonstrating increase in number of financial services sector 
companies using GRI for CSR reporting (2000-2014)
 
 
Social contagion effect and the role of early adopters (2000-2004) 
Table 1 depicts that in the first year of introduction of GRI guidelines, 2000, there were only 
five financial services companies throughout the entire world using GRI guidelines for CSR 
reporting. This included one each in Japan and Canada and two in Netherlands. This 
increased to 36 companies in 2004. Whilst in percentage terms the growth was nearly 800%, 
the absolute numbers remain small in the early adopters group. In 2004, there was one 
company from Asia, 20 from Europe, one from Latin America and the Caribbean, three from 
Northern America, four from Oceania and seven from Africa. In terms of population and total 
size of the economies of these regions, Oceania had an unusually high representation in this 
group.  
Among all early adopters  (Burt, (1987, 1999) some  come from the ranks of the socially, 
economically and politically powerful trans-national companies. From 2001, some of the 
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world’s largest financial service companies eagerly embraced this discursive, material and 
charismatic wave of institutional entrepreneurship (Brown et al. 2009a). One of the early 
adopters was Citigroup, the largest financial service provider in the world at the time. 
Citigroup stated in its 2002 Citizenship Report the reason for using GRI guidelines: 
“The GRI guidelines aim to enhance the quality, rigor, and utility of sustainability reporting; 
the OECD guidelines provide a framework for responsible business conduct in the rapidly 
changing global economy” (Citigroup 2002). 
The same report also stated that Citigroup had received feedback from NGOs and investors 
which was complimentary about their use of GRI.  The Citigroup’s CSR engagement and 
adoption of GRI guidelines attracted widespread media coverage, as evidenced by 33 news 
articles found on Factiva for the period 1 January 2000 through to 31 December 2004 using 
the search terms Citigroup and Corporate Social Responsibility (see for example Anon 
2002a, Fuller 2003, Stempel 2003). As the world’s largest financial service provider, 
Citigroup was in a unique position to influence and change industry perception of CSR and 
its reporting and certainly made an impact worldwide. The view is (which is consistent with 
institutional isomorphism and social contagion), when successful organisations adopt  new 
practices including CSR and associated GRI guidelines, other organisations start to mimic 
this successful model.  
Calvert, a US$10 billion financial institution in the USA commenced GRI based CSR 
reporting and stated: 
“In recent years, Calvert has come to believe that increased social and environmental disclosure 
is best captured by sustainability reporting that is conducted in accordance with the Global 
Reporting Initiative (GRI) Guidelines. We have been supportive of the GRI initiative from the 
start and, in fact, have called upon many companies whose shares we own to issue 
sustainability reports utilizing the GRI Guidelines. It was therefore a natural step for Calvert to 
decide to issue its own Sustainability Report utilizing the GRI Guidelines. We believe our 
Sustainability Report utilizing the GRI Guidelines will help us to better identify and 
communicate our progress in implementing these principles” (Calvert 2004: 4). 
 
Calvert clearly identified GRI guidelines as best practice for CSR reporting. Another 
international Dutch Bank, ABN AMRO  with total assets of €533 billion (ABN AMRO 2000) 
was amongst the first of the early adopters in the year 2000. The 2000 CSR report, the second 
for ABN AMRO was their first report complying with GRI-1 guidelines. The CSR report 
states: 
“In carrying out this audit, we relied primarily on reporting guidelines as described in the 
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and on the recommendations of the Fédération des Experts 
Comptables Européens (FEE) in 'Towards a generally accepted framework for environmental 
reporting'” (ABN AMRO 2000: 51).  
The ABN AMRO’s 2000 CSR report was externally assured by Ernst & Young.  GRI 
stipulates that external assurance enhances transparency and legitimacy of CSR reports. ABN 
AMBRO’s CSR activity generated media attention and was reviewed in the lay press. 
 
ING and RaboBank, the other two major Dutch financial institutions were also early adopters 
of GRI. Interestingly, like other early adopters, ING’s CSR report prepared in line with GRI 
guidelines was also a part of the Dow Jones Sustainability Group Index. This report was 
verified by KPMG an external assurer KPMG (ING 2000).  Our search through Factiva 
database suggest that ING’s GRI adoption and associated CSR initiatives received news 
media attention 58 times in 2000.  Similarly, Rabobank had total assets of €256 billion and 
managed another €186 billion for clients (Rabobank 2003b). It was an early adopter of GRI 
in 2002.  In its first CSR report it stated: 
 “..in 2002 was the introduction of a monitoring system so that corporate social responsibility 
would be more firmly embedded in the services and business operations. In 2000, Rabobank 
started setting up such a system on the basis of the GRI guidelines” (Rabobank 2003a: 17). 
 
The social contagion effect of Rabobank’s GRI and CSR activities was felt as far as in 
Australia, as described by ANZ, a large Australian bank in its Financial Literacy Report 
(ANZ 2005a).  ANZ’s Financial Literacy Report (ANZ 2005a) specifically  referred to the 
CSR activities of the Citigroup (USA), Barclays (UK), NAB (Australia) and Standard Bank 
(South Africa) all of which were reporting on their CSR activities using GRI (ANZ 2005a, 
GRI 2015b). ANZ started CSR reporting in 2005 using GRI guidelines. 
 
The Daiwa Securities Group from Japan, a multinational conglomerate with assets of nearly 
¥8,000 billion was the first financial services corporation from Asia to follow GRI guidelines 
for CSR reporting, becoming an early adopter (GRI 2015b).  In order to justify its 
sustainability agenda and associated adoption of GRI, Daiwa warned that unless a company 
reflected broader stakeholders’ needs it would face a sustainability problem. Daiwa was also 
a part of the Dow Jones Sustainability World Index (Daiwa Securities Group 2002).  The 
companies’ GRI and CSR activities earned significant media attention in 2002. 
 
The other two major banks namely Deutsche Bank and Credit Suisse issued their first GRI 
based CSR reports in 2002 and 2003 respectively.  Both banks were feted for its collaboration 
with GRI for the development of financial sector GRI guidelines (Anon 2002b) (Credit 
Suisse 2003). Both banks earned significant media attention during its adoption period of 
GRI.  
Two of the four major Australian banks (Westpac and NAB) were also early adopters.  
Westpac was the first Australian bank to report CSR activities according to the GRI 
guidelines (Westpac 2002). In 2001, Westpac as an early adopter was involved in the 
development of the initial GRI reporting framework for the finance and banking sector 
(Westpac 2002). As Westpac highlighted the community concern in the following statement: 
 “Westpac has had another bumper year, but not everyone is happy. We stand accused of 
abandoning our social responsibility by pursuing the bottom line, at any cost. This view is 
clearly not good for business. It is an issue so fundamental to the sustainability of our long-term 
success that it cannot and will not be ignored” (Westpac 2001: 6).  
The beleaguered NAB also adopted GRI in 2004. Sustained media attention and peer pressure 
(such as Westpac’s adoption of GRI) encouraged NAB  (Cornell 2004, Ferguson 2000, 
Ferguson 1999, Kohler 2004, McCrann 2004, Thomson and Jain 2006)  to demonstrate to the 
world its good intentions with its CSR report (National Australia Bank 2004). In line with 
GRI, NAB’s sustainability report states “This report is a tangible demonstration that we will 
continue to strengthen our business practices and lift the level of transparency and 
accountability of the National on issues that are important to our stakeholders” (National 
Australia Bank 2004: 3).  
Examples of appreciation of GRI as best practice guidelines by other early adopters include:    
“This Report is prepared in accordance with the criteria GRI Global Reporting Initiative, which 
provided the most advanced international guidelines information on this matter (Santander 
Group 2003: 5) 
“We based our assessment on international and local best-practice guidelines, in particular, the 
recommendations of the Global Reporting Initiative’s (GRI) 2002 Reporting Guidelines and the 
AA1000 Assurance Standard” (Standard Bank 2005: 101).  
 “we prepared the report in accordance with the 2002 Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) 
Guidelines. Thus, it represents a balanced and reasonable presentation of our organization’s 
economic, environmental, and social performance” (Vancity 2003: 4).  
 
The vast majority of CSR reports in the early adoption period acknowledged that they had 
used GRI guidelines as GRI guidelines were developed as a result of multi-stakeholder 
feedback and to provide best practice standards and standardise CSR reports, using 
parameters defined by GRI and therefore were comparable. It is clear that some of the early 
adopters of GRI reporting standards were opinion leaders, movers and shakers in the 
industry. The involvement in the development of GRI guidelines by eager innovators 
(Deutsch Bank and Westpac) and the financial power of the early adopters (Citigroup was the 
world’s largest financial services provider ion 2001, a powerful alter) ensured that these 
companies were heard and followed by their peers. Without exception their CSR reports 
referred to the GRI guidelines providing a well-defined pathway for their competitors and 
other actors within the industry. Each of these reports was widely available and extensively 
reported by the media as a step in the right direction. These powerful and well respected early 
adopters played a key role in the spread of the adoption of GRI guidelines to others, 
considered to be medial adopters or “ego”. 
 
The social contagion effect and the role of median adopters (2005-2009) 
The cohort of financial sector companies following GRI CSR guidelines until 2004 
comprised some which were immensely successful and financially powerful. This “alter”  
group (Burt 1987) of early adopters heavily influenced the “ego” (Burt 1987) or follower 
companies in this period. Thus the median adopters followed GRI guidelines due to social 
contagion effect of the early adopters. Dissecting the data presented in Figure 1 it can be seen 
the growth in number of companies using GRI financial service guidelines increased rapidly 
after 2005. This increase in the number of companies in each of the world’s regions entered 
the “log phase” on the graph from a total of just 61 financial sector companies in 2005 to 201 
financial services companies in 2009 worldwide (GRI 2015b). This increase in GRI guideline 
adoption median adopters was dominated by European and Asian companies. This can be 
attributed to the large number of “alter” (Burt 1987) companies in these regions, affected by 
the social contagion from the powerful, large, opinion leader financial services companies 
who were the “ego” or early adopters (Burt 1987) and also the media attention. It is important 
to note that there were some companies in this “median adopter” cohort, which were already 
issuing sustainability reports, albeit not using the GRI standards, such as ANZ and Royal 
Bank of Canada, which started using GRI standards in this period as a result of social 
contagion. During the median adoption period, the media articles focussing on GRI and CSR 
rapidly increased from 31 articles in 2005 to 1,042 articles in 2009 (table 2).  We posit that 
the constant media attention and the contagion effect of other financial services companies 
using GRI guidelines and acknowledging this in their reports lead to this change. 
 
The media’s role could be twofold in promoting social contagion. Firstly, the media 
positively highlighted the adoption of GRI by opinion leaders’ median adopters which by 
social contagion influenced the remaining non-compliant companies who flocked to mimic 
this group. Also, media attention on breaches of human rights and CSR by corporations drove 
them to adopting GRI reporting guidelines for CSR in an attempt to legitimize their existence 
(Islam and Deegan 2010).   
 
This cohort of median adopters thus used the “early innovators” and “alters” from the 
previous period as source of knowledge and ideas: social contagion due to peer pressure. An 
example of this activity is the Australian bank ANZ.  In 2004 the ANZ in its “sustainability 
report” states: “ANZ has taken the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) into consideration for its 
annual performance reporting. These guidelines are becoming the most commonly adopted 
set of guidelines for reporting on corporate sustainability” (ANZ 2004: inner cover). Despite 
the 2004 report not following GRI guidelines, ANZ was already affected by the social 
contagion. This was followed by its Financial Literacy Report (2005a), which clearly 
described the sustainable and socially responsible activities of banks from around the world 
and their use of GRI for CSR reporting.  This was almost simultaneous with the release of 
their first GRI complaint CSR report in 2005 (ANZ 2005b).   
 
Other large companies in the period commencing use of GRI guidelines included Banca 
Popolare di Milano (Italy), Banc Compartmos (Mexico), Bank Hapolim (Israel), BNP Paribas 
(France), Commerzbank (Germany), Diners Club (USA), Mitsubishi (Japan), Mizuho 
Financial Group (Japan), National Bank of Greece, Resona (Japan), Royal Bank of Canada 
(RBC), and Standard Bank (South Africa)  amongst others.  
Standard Bank stated (2005: 101): “We based our assessment on international and local best-
practice guidelines, in particular, the recommendations of the Global Reporting Initiative’s 
(GRI) 2002 Reporting Guidelines and the AA1000 Assurance Standard”.  
Similarly, the RBC stated: “we support the work of the Global Reporting Initiative in its 
efforts to provide a common language for transparent reporting [of CSR]” (RBC Financial 
Group 2005: 1).  
US Bancorp, the fifth largest commercial bank in the USA recognised GRI as global expert: 
“In order to present our information in a way that’s clear and relevant, we drew on the expertise 
of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), a nonprofit organization. The GRI is a global, multi-
stakeholder network tasked with creating a consistent framework for sustainability reporting. 
They are recognized as a global expert in this field.”(US Bancorp 2007: 1). 
 
 While continued media attention has gone hand and hand with increased level of GRI 
adoption by financial services companies, the continued increase in GRI guideline adoption 
may also have been a result of other externalities such as a vicarious sense of responsibility 
for the GFC in surviving financial service companies. This is particularly important as the 
GFC followed on from disastrous investments by a multitude of financial service companies 
on both sides of the Atlantic (Avgouleas 2009, Brown et al. 2011, Jain et al. 2012, Shin 
2009). The “ego” remained devoted to the cause of GRI based CSR reporting. 
 
Social contagion effect and the late adopters (2010-2014) 
The late adopters were dominated by Europe followed by Asia, then Latin America and the 
Caribbean, Northern America, Africa and Oceania in that order. Given the size of respective 
economies and the population, it could be expected that Asia or North America would 
dominate.  The social contagion from the “alter” or early adopters and the concomitant media 
attention on GRI, and, media attention on early and median adopters highlighted the 
relevance of CSR activity the importance of GRI guidelines in reporting such activity. This 
forced more companies to adopt GRI guidelines. Almost all the large financial services 
companies worldwide, that had not yet done so, adopted GRI standards for CSR reporting. 
Prominent amongst these included: JP Morgan Chase, Maybank Malaysia, National Banks of 
Abu Dhabi and Qatar, Samsung Securities, Sumitomo Mitsui Financial Group, Agricultural 
Bank of China, Aviva, Bloomberg, and Morgan Stanley amongst others. By the end of 2014, 
there were 503 companies using GRI guidelines for CSR reporting (Table 1). During the late 
adoption period, the media articles focussing on GRI and CSR rapidly increased from 733 
articles in 2010 to 14,632 articles in 2014 (table 2).  GRI had taken hold and become the 
dominant CSR reporting guideline across the world (Brown et al. 2009a, Searcy and 
Buslovich 2014).  
By this stage, GRI guidelines were the sine qua non of CSR reporting. Social contagion due 
to early and median adopters and the accompanying media attention had resulted in an 
epidemic of global proportions. Late adopters acknowledged the pre-eminence of GRI 
guidelines in their CSR reports, similar to the early and median adopters. For example,  
Swisscanto  stated: 
 “The GRI is an international convention, supported by the environmental program of the 
United Nations (UNEP) with the objective of producing generally accepted guidelines for 
sustainability reporting. The GRI guidelines are considered to be the international standard in 
the area of sustainability reporting.” (Swisscanto 2010: 10).  
 
The contagion effect: the role of news media  
In this paper, we argue that all media attention, whether positive news on GRI  or negative 
news on poor corporate responsibility result in spread by social contagion of best practice 
guidelines such as GRI. When companies are subjected to media attention due to their 
socially irresponsible practices, such as investments that result in ecological and 
environmental damage, in projects that result in community displacement, and social 
upheaval, companies face a crisis of legitimacy and reputational risk. In response to these 
threats, and to repair the damage to their legitimacy, many companies adopt the best practice 
models such as GRI. At the same time, many companies are simply influenced by positive 
media attention regarding GRI as a best practice guideline. In other words, while repetitive 
media attention on irresponsible corporate social practices create legitimacy threats for the 
concern companies and at the same time the repetitive media attention regarding GRI as the 
best practice guidelines adopted by companies (in particular early adopters) encourage their 
competitors and followers (including late adopters), the both nature of media attention has   
contagion and (mimetic) isomorphic effects.    
 
 
Table 2 Media articles focusing attention on GRI and CSR by regions within financial 
services sector 
Year  
Asia Europe Latin 
America 
North 
America 
Oceania  Africa  Total  
2000  0  1  0 4 26 0 31 
2001  3  0  0 1 24 0 28 
2002  0  8  0 8 7 0 23 
2003  3  1  0 6 9 0 19 
2004  1  11  0 23 17 2 54 
2005  0  6  0 5 20 0 31 
2006  18  28  5 25 165 2 243 
2007  18  38  5 25 165 2 253 
2008  73  155  10 26 212 45 521 
2009  282  358  24 212 136 30 1042 
2010  215  281  21 84 82 50 733 
2011  170  345  10 349 295 20 1189 
2012  184  212  12 258 2958 39 3663 
2013  5759  2522  0 1568 6659 390 16898 
2014  5176  3186  0 2144 3565 561 14632 
 
In our study period from 2000 to 2014, we found that on Factiva the number of news articles 
reporting on GRI and CSR sharply increased.  Table 2 demonstrates that in the year 2000 
Oceania had the highest number of media articles (26) of the total of 31 from around the 
world. This is rather surprising as Oceania is the world’s smallest region by population 
(United Nations 2004). In 2002, Europe and North America had 8 media articles each on 
CSR and GRI as opposed to 7 in Oceania. Oceania dominated media coverage till 2008. In 
2009, European media took over the lead with 358 media stories to 282 in Asia, followed by 
212 in North America and 136 in Oceania. In 2013, Oceania again had the highest media 
coverage with 6659 reports followed by Asia with 5759 reports. By 2014, Asia had the 
highest number of media articles at 5176, then Oceania, Europe, North America and Africa in 
that order.  
It is no surprise therefore that Oceania had the highest proportion of GRI followers amongst 
the early adopters per head of population (Oceania has less than 0.5% of the world’s 
population, Africa had 13%, Asia 60%, Latin America and the Caribbean 6.8%, North 
America 5.2% and Europe 6.8% in 2000 (United Nations 2004: 22).  Further, Table 2 
demonstrates that almost all of the major financial institutions in Oceania had adopted these 
guidelines by 2009. The early and median adopters of GRI can be related to both peer 
pressure and media attention, as one of the largest banks in Oceania, Westpac in 2002, IAG a 
large insurance and financial services company and National Australia Bank another large 
bank in 2004 were early adopters.  The social contagion was compounded by the intense 
media attention, the highest number of media articles as demonstrated by Factiva (Figure 2). 
This resulted in all four major banks in the region and many of the large financial service 
companies following this trend by becoming median adopters by 2009 (Figure 1) with a few 
stragglers in the late adopter period 2009-14. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Media attention (in terms of media articles by regions) towards CSR and GRI 
within the financial sector  
 
 
Perusal of the data obtained from Factiva (Table 3) clearly shows that corporations from 
Oceania had the highest number of media publications pertaining to CSR and GRI. Eight of 
the ten companies in the top ten by number of media articles were from Oceania, only one each 
from Northern America and Europe in the early adoption phase (2000-2004). In the mean 
adoption period, 2005-2009, Oceania had five companies in the top ten, followed by three in 
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Europe and two in Northern America (Table 3). This reduces to four companies from Oceania 
in the late adopter phase, 2010-2014. Even then it is relevant to note that the same companies 
from Oceania remain in the top ten except for AMP. Further, the total number of publications 
related to each of these companies is far more than for the next nearest corporation from 
Europe. As shown in table 3, within Oceania, the company received highest media attention 
during 2000 -2004 was AMP (14 times),  in the period 2005-2009 it was CBA (40 times), and 
Westpac during 2010-2014 (3034 times). 
Table 3: Companies receiving highest media attention  
 
2000-2004 
Early Adopter 
2005-2009 
Median Adopter 
2010-2014 
Late Adopter 
 
Company Media articles Company Media 
articles 
Company Media 
articles 
1 AMP Ltd 
(Oceania) 
14 ABN AMRO 
Bank N.V. 
(Europe) 
59 Westpac Banking 
Corporation 
Limited 
(Oceania) 
 
3034 
2 Commonwealth 
Bank of 
Australia 
(Oceania) 
7 Commonwealth 
Bank of Australia 
(Oceania) 
48 National 
Australia Bank 
Ltd 
(Oceania) 
2274 
3 National 
Australia Bank 
(Oceania) 
4 AMP Ltd 
(Oceania) 
 
44 Royal Bank of 
Scotland Group 
PLC 
(Europe) 
 
1827 
4 KKR & Co. L.P. 
(Northern 
America) 
 
3 iShares Inc. 
(Europe) 
 
34 Citigroup Inc. 
(Northern 
America) 
 
892 
5 Suncorp Group 
Limited 
(Oceania) 
3 Allianz SE 
(Europe) 
31 Commonwealth 
Bank of Australia 
(Oceania) 
 
865 
6 Australian 
Foundation 
Investment 
Company 
Limited 
(Oceania) 
 
2 Westpac Banking 
Corporation 
Limited 
(Oceania) 
 
30 HSBC Holdings 
PLC (Asia) 
 
434 
7 FBD Holdings 
PLC (Europe) 
 
2 Babcock & 
Brown Limited 
(Oceania) 
 
28 Macquarie Group 
Limited 
(Oceania) 
365 
8 Challenger Ltd. 
(Oceania) 
 
2 BlackRock Inc. 
(Northern 
America) 
28 Hang Seng Bank 
Ltd 
(Asia) 
362 
9 Archer Capital 
(Oceania) 
 
2 Citigroup Inc. 
(Northern 
America) 
 
28 Bank of America 
Corporation  
(Northern 
America) 
 
202 
10 Macquarie 
Group Limited 
(Oceania) 
2 Suncorp Group 
Limited 
(Oceania) 
 
25 State Bank of 
India Ltd. 
(Asia) 
158 
  
Despite having the largest population base, as demonstrated in table 2, Asia had few media 
articles in the period from 2000 to 2008. There was a sudden explosion of media attention in 
2013 when media attention resulted in a more than thirty times increase in articles in 
comparison to 2012 to a total of 5759. Despite having almost equivalent population bases, 
Europe has consistently had more media attention on CSR and GRI than North America. Latin 
America demonstrates slow increase in numbers with no reports in 2013 and 2014. Africa on 
the other hand has a slow increase, though the increase is not as rapid. 
The adoption of GRI guidelines for CSR reporting was influenced by media attention. During 
periods of crisis or uncertainty, (when media became critical of CSR practices), companies 
face legitimacy crisis and in order to repair legitimacy, companies mimic available best 
practices. There is a view that the best practices guideline becomes symbolic and believed to 
be helpful to absolve the legitimacy crisis. Therefore, during periods of crisis companies 
mimic successful peers by adopting the model guidelines which have already been adopted 
by the successful peers.  This is considered typical of mimetic isomorphism. This behaviour 
is reinforced by the media attention which rewards such actions with positive reports. The 
constant, growing media attention, has led to companies recognising that GRI guidelines are 
indeed the best practice, and that use of these guidelines results in positive media exposure. 
This results in mimetic isomorphism, in this case adoption of GRI guidelines, which in turn 
become institutionalised.   
One of the key strengths of such diffusion or institutionalisation was the multi-stakeholder 
process in CSR reporting promoted by GRI (Brown et al. 2009a).  Roca and Searcy (2012) 
stated that the GRI itself exhibits several characteristics of an established institution, including 
widespread uptake and legitimacy. Therefore, GRI has become a legitimate body to provide 
best practice CSR guidelines. As a final part of our result section, we attempted to investigate 
the relationship between companies’ GRI adoption and media attention toward companies’ 
GRI and CSR initiatives. We used Spearman’s rank order correlation to understand this 
relationship. As shown in Table 4 positive correlation between total financial sector CSR 
reports and total media attention towards GRI and CSR over the period from 2000 to 2014 is 
significant without and with one year time lag (considering companies’ adoption of GRI lag 
behind media attention by one year) (without time lag, r=+.949, p=.000 and with time lag 
r=+.944, p=.0000). Such significant relationship between media attention and financial sector 
companies’ GRI adoption implies that both media attention and GRI itself has contagion effects 
on the companies’ adoption process of GRI over time. Without time lag, the positive correlation 
between CSR report adoptions and media attention to CSR and GRI for each of the six 
continents (except for Latin America, r=+.478, p=.072) is significant (see Table 4 for Asia 
r=+.905, p=.000; Europe r=+.922, p=.000; North America r=+.949, p=.000; Oceania r=+.827, 
p=.000; Africa r=+.844, p=.000). Considering 1 years’ time lag, the results for each of the six 
regions is even more significant (see Table 4, for Asia r=+.896, p=.000; Europe 
r=+.924,p=.000; Latin America r=+.659, p=.010; North America r=+.952, p=.000; Oceania 
r=.+759, p=.002; Africa p=+.944, p=.000). 
 
 
  
Table 4: Correlation between adoption of GRI CSR guidelines by financial sector 
companies by regions and media attention towards GRI and CSR by regions within the 
Financial Sector 
Regions  Correlation between financial sector sustainability reports and 
media attention towards GRI Financial Sector 
Without time lag With one year time lag 
Asia  R=+.905 
(p=.000)
R=+.896 
(p=.000)
Europe  R=+.922 
(p=.000) 
R=.924 
(p=.000) 
Latin America R=+.478 
(p=.072) 
R=+.659 
(p=.010) 
North America R=+.949 
(p=.000) 
R=+.952 
(p=.000) 
Oceania  R=+.827 
(p=.000) 
R=.759 
(p=.002) 
Africa  R=+.884 
(p=.000)
R=.858 
(p=.000)
Total  R=.949 
(p=.000) 
R=.944 
(p=.000) 
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 
The findings suggest that the utilisation of GRI guidelines by thought leaders and early 
adopters, their acknowledgement of GRI in their reports, and the constant media attention 
reinforced the discourse that adopting GRI guidelines was the best practice. We find that as 
more financial services companies used GRI guidelines, other companies felt compelled to 
mimic this practice, in keeping with the assertion made by Searcy and Buslovich (2014). 
Even though the use of GRI has become institutionalised, nonetheless, there remain 
substantial differences in individual CSR reporting practices (Roca and Searcy 2012). Critics 
of GRI maintain that there remains confusion over its scope, the lack of a requirement for 
independent verification of the CSR report, and the fact that different levels of application 
permit selective reporting on the performance indicators. While voluntary standards appear to 
becoming increasingly institutionalized, their non-prescriptive generic requirements are 
frequently modified or ignored (Searcy, and Buslovich, 2014). 
 Conclusion 
This study investigated the effect of social contagion on the uptake of GRI guidelines for 
CSR reporting within the global financial services sector.  We used the lens of social 
contagion theory drawn from sociology literature to evaluate this uptake for the period 2000 
to 2014. We found that social contagion was stimulated by the early adopters of GRI 
guidelines and by news media attention on GRI and CSR activities by financial sector 
companies Further, the adoption of GRI guidelines by the thought leaders or early adopters, 
and the independent concurrent media coverage of the GRI and utilisation of GRI guidelines 
by these companies influenced the diffusion or institutionalisation of GRI adoption. Such 
diffusion of knowledge resulted in  mimetic isomorphism. This is in keeping with the 
companies’ desire to mimic best practice models to maintain legitimacy.  
Social contagion from the well-developed “alter”, in the form of leading finance sector 
companies of the world has spread worldwide via contagion and media attention. This has 
resulted in significant growth in the number of companies using GRI based CSR reporting 
guidelines. Whilst there are other theories which have been used to explain this significant 
increase, we argue that the theory of social contagion offers a reasonable explanation of the 
process of this increase in the era of voluntary CSR reporting environment. As the nature of 
CSR reporting and associated adoption of GRI guidelines is voluntary, this contagion resulted 
in isomorphism through mimetic pressures rather than coercive pressures (or regulatory 
pressures). 
However generic and voluntary guidelines developed by the GRI have been criticized on 
several grounds, including that they are not a management tool, they are overly general, and 
there are too many indicators (Goel 2005; Smith and Lenssen 2009; Moneva et al. 2006). 
There is also criticism that voluntary guidelines (such as GRI) may not create change in the 
actual corporate accountability as organisations may decouple their practices (including 
disclosure practices) from actual actions (Boiral 2007, Jamali 2010). The issue deserves 
further research attention. 
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